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Between 1983 and 1989, family finances in the 
United States were affected by many factors. 
Financial deregulation altered the availability and 
the cost of financial services to consumers. Banks 
moved to explicit pricing of checking services and 
the payment of interest on transactions accounts, 
and money market accounts and other mutual funds 
became more available. The progressive elimination 
of tax deductions for consumer interest other than 
the deduction on home mortgages influenced the 
effective price of borrowing. Other tax changes, 
such as the elimination of general deductions for 
individual retirement accounts, altered the return to 
various forms of saving. 

Macroeconomic and demographic changes also 
affected the financial opportunities for families. In 
1983, the U.S. economy was at the end of a 
recession; in 1989, it was near the end of a long 
expansion, Over the intervening six years, aggregate 
real disposable personal income, as measured in the 
National Income and Product Accounts, increased 
by 21 percent; the price level, as measured by the 
consumer price index, rose about 2.5 percent; and, as 
measured in nominal terms by the Federal Reserve 
flow of funds accounts, total assets and net worth for 
the household sector grew 6 1 percent and 56 percent 
respectively. The overall population of households 
grew 9 percent; the largest growth was in families 
headed by individuals between the ages of 35 and 45 
years, a group that tends to have a relatively high 
rateof saving. Otherimportantdemographicchanges 
were an increase in the proportion of dual-earner 
families from 26% percent of all families in 1983 to 
29 percent in 1989 and a small increase in average 
family size. 

With these changes came alterations in the income, 
assets, and liabilities of U.S. families. Using data 
from the 1983 and 1989 Surveys of Consumer 
Finances, this article looks at those alterations and 
analyzes them according to a variety of economic 
and demographic characteristics. Several findings 
are noteworthy. The small rise in the median values 
of income and net worth and the simultaneous 
substantial rise in the mean values indicate that the 
distributions of income and net worth became more 
concentrated between 1983 and 1989.’ Also, the use 
of debt increased; much of that increase was in families 
reporting the most financial assets2 

1. When the observations in a set of data are arranged in order 
of magnitude from lowest to highest, the middle value is the 
median. The sum of all observed values divided by the number of 
observations in a set of data is the mean. The mean and the 
median each have advantages for describing distributions of 
income and other financial variables. Because of the focus on the 
ranking of values, the median is not influenced by extremely 
large values; thus it is a good indicator of the position of the 
Typical” family. However, the mean is a better indicator of the 
dollar amount of income or assets held by all families because it 
considers all values, the extreme as well as the typical. If the 
median of a distribution drops, the mean may rise or fall, as may 
the means of the upper and lower halves of the distribution. For 
the variables examined in this article, the mean of the lower half 
of each distribution generally drops when the median does. 
Thus, with before-tax family income, the near-constancy of the 
median plus the rise in the overall mean implies that the mean 
value of the distribution above the median increase& that is, the 
concentration of income increased in the top half of the 
distribution. 

2. Alldollarfiguresreponedintheanicleareadjusted to 1989 
levels using the consumer price index (CPI) for all urban 
consumers. There are problems with the use of any deflator to 
compare income, assets, and liabilities over time, particularly 
where changes in the interest rate implicitly change the costs of 
debts. The CPI is used for two reasons. First, it is widely known 
and applied. Second, because it is intended to reflect the relative 
costs ofa standardized collection of goods and services, it seems 
a natural indicator of the importance of price level changes for 
most families. 
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1. Mean and median before-tax family income, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 
Thousands of 1909 dollars, except as noted 

Family characteristic 

Allfamilies.. .......................... 

Age #mffY head (Yam) 
undrr35 .................................. 
35-14 ..................................... 
45-54 ..................................... 
55-64 ..................................... 
65-14 ..................................... 
75 andover.. .............................. 

l%7bmim OffMly head 
04grade8.. ............................... 
9-llgradcs ................................ 
Highschooldiploma ............. ......... 
somedlege .............................. 
mlege degm ............................. 

cvrrm cmapaion offmniry head 
himaged ad professional specifditi~ ..... 
Technical, sales, sod admi~&trmivc support. 
S-mice oceupatims ........................ 
Precisionpmdmticm,cmft,acdrepair.. ..... 
Opmtom,f&icatms.andlaborns .......... 
Famiq,fomtry,and6shing ................ 
Not working ................................ 
Race offamily hemi 
white 
Nonwhite and Hispanic 

U~,nOChildl-Cll..................., 
Married, no cbil&en 
unmarried, ciliaen 
MtiCd, ChildtUl 

55 years and owr 
Inl&orforce . . . . . . . . . . 
out of labor force 

Reimd 
other 

own 
RCntOrOLhL?I . . . . . . . . . . . . 

;: 21.9 15.1 11.1 17.4 :: 16.3 11.2 
20.2 15.0 

31 28.6 24.1 32 27.8 22.0 
:: 57.9 34.2 26.6 42.0 :; 35.9 27.4 

59.8 40.0 

.I 

:i - 

1983 1989 

Peeeat Family income PCranf 
f& 

Familyincome 

Mean MedLvl 
&. 

Mm Median 

100 33.4 24.3 100 35.7 24.4 

25.8 
40.9 
41.9 
40.6 
29.8 
18.8 

::9 
36.5 
25.8 
16.0 
13.0 

:2” 33.1 59.4 26.3 43.6 25 12 63.8 
36.5 :t: 

7 20.5 17.4 
1: 

19.9 15.0 
:: :::: 31.1 24.9 38.2 35.0 

28.3 24.0 
3: 30.3 18.8 20.5 12.5 33 2’ 30.4 19.5 21.2 

12.0 

82 36.0 26.2 87 38.0 26.8 
18 21.4 15.9 13 19.8 12.0 

11 21.7 IS.1 11 22.5 17.7 
6 40.9 34.4 5 46.8 37.8 

:: 20.7 42.1 35.0 16.2 z 21.4 16.0 
49.6 39.3 

14 49.9 31.0 12 49.0 28.0 

18 20.9 13.7 18 24.8 16.1 
3 14.0 8.7 7 12.7 1.9 

:; ‘lo.9 20.6 31.1 16.2 Ls 44.4 19.6 31.5 
13.9 

THE SURVEYS 

Widely regarded as a reliable source of data on 
family finances, the Survey of Consumer Finances 
(SCF) is designed specifically to gather detailed and 
comprehensive information on assets, liabilities, 
and income flows from a representative sample of 
the population of U.S. families. Because the owner- 
ship of some assets, such as corporate stocks, is 
relatively concentrated in a small number of families, 
the survey makes a special effort to ensure proper 
representation of such assets by systematically 
oversampling wealthier families. 

Surveys of consumer finances were conducted 
regularly with support from the Federal Reserve 

from 1946 through 1970. Another such survey was 
conducted in 1977 to gather information on the use 
of consumer credit. The current series of surveys 
has been ongoing on a triennial basis since 1983. 
However, because the SCF conducted in 1986 was 
limited in scope, this article uses data only from the 
1983 and 1989 surveys. 

The data for both these surveys were collected by 
the Survey Research Center at the University of 
Michigan. The 1983 SCF was sponsored by the 
Federal Reserve in cooperation with several other 
agencies. This survey was described and information 
from it was reported in previous issues of the 
Federal Reserve Bulletin (September 1984, Decem- 
ber 1984, and March 1986). The data reported here 
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2. Mean and median net worth, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 
Thousands of 1989 dollars, except as noted 

AUfamOies .................................. 

Family income (1989dOkrsJ 
Lesstimn 10,OOa ............................ 
1o,w&19,9!B .............................. 
u),Ko-29,999 .............................. 
3o,m9,999 .............................. 
50,m.mdmore ............................ 

Age offamily head fycarsJ 
u*r 35 .................................... 
35-44 ....................................... 
45-54 ....................................... 
5564 ....................................... 
65-74 ....................................... 
75andO”C, .................................. 

Education offomily head 
O-8 grades., ................................. 
9-11 glades .................................. 
High schml diploma ......................... 
some CoLlege ................................ 
couegc degree,, ............................. 

currenr occqmfion off&b head 
Mlnsgerid and professional s+alities ....... 
Tech,ica,, “w J and adminismtive support. ... 
Service cccupa!mrs .......................... 
Precisionprcdwtion,craft,andrepair.. ....... 
opelprs, fabricators, and laborera 
Pam,,,,& forW,-y,andfishiog ............................ 
Not woddng ................................. 

&ace offamily head 
white 
No,,w,,i,e and Hispanic,. 

“Itmanicd,cQchildrc” 
Married, no children 
IJnmarricd, chiidren 
Married. childzen ..,,,..................... 

55 years and 0”er 
Inlaborforce . . . . . . . . . 
out of labor force 

Retired 
other 

Howin~ mms 
Own 
RsaorGiher .._............................ 

31 

:; 

;: 
7 

:: 
31 

:: 

24 
12 

1: 
12 

3: 

E 

11 
6 

:: 

14 

18 
3 

63 
37 

1 Median I families 1 Mean / Median 

149.1 42.7 100 183.7 47.2 

30.0 3.8 
53.0 19.3 
69.5 36.9 

117.6 67.7 
550.5 176.1 

30.1 2.3 
63.1 27.1 
89.6 37.0 

150.2 69.2 
586.7 185.6 

40.9 8.5 
110.5 49.8 
215.9 69.4 
242.2 84.4 
272.6 76.3 
166.8 49.8 

;: 

;: 
13 
9 

46.9 6.8 
148.3 52.8 
286.4 86.7 
292.5 91.3 
278.3 77.6 
194.5 66.1 

:;:: 
103.6 
172.2 
291.8 

24.4 
23.0 
41.8 
42.3 
89.5 

;: 
32 

:; 

77.2 
80.5 

E 
364.6 

27.3 
27.3 
37.1 
46.9 

104.7 

328.5 95.8 
105.1 39.1 
33.6 12.1 
70.4 40.0 
49.3 28.6 

343.9 185.0 
110.7 30.0 

25 
12 
7 

12 

; 
33 

382.0 

‘Z 
91.5 
67.3 

322.3 
138.9 

104.5 
32.6 

8.4 
46.0 
18.8 

107.3 
44.0 

173.0 54.3 
37.6 6.9 

203.8 58.5 
45.9 4.0 

48.9 6.0 
80.1 20.1 
57.8 10.8 

140.6 51.3 

87 
13 

11 
5 

:: 

12 

18 
7 

E 

41.5 8.4 
147.9 27.3 
54.2 5.7 

196.9 62.0 

363.1 108.0 

153.6 63.9 
123.8 51.0 

438.3 104.5 

211.6 94.1 
87.6 33.2 

219.6 80.4 
26.8 3.0 

266.9 97.3 
31.2 2.2 

for 1983 may differ from the figures reported in the 
earlier articles because of revisions of the data and of 
the sample weights. The 1989 SCF was sponsored 
by the Federal Reserve in cooperation with the 
Department of the Treasury, the Department of 
Health and Human Services, the National Institute 
on Aging, the Small Business Administration, the 
General Accounting Office, the Comptroller of the 
Currency, and the Congressional Joint Committee 
on Taxation. A technical description of this survey 
appears in the appendix to this article. 

3. Composition of assets of all families 1983 and 1989 
Percent 

Asses I 1983 / 1989 

Financial 
NOnhMUCial 

Vehicles, 
tiipal resideace 
Real estate and land iwestmeot.. 
Business iwastment 

(excluding real estate) 20.4 
odm 1.0 

T&II 1W.O 

27.7 
72.3 

3.9 
32.2 
15.1 

‘E 
loo.0 
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4. Ownership of selected financial assets, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 

lO,OOb ‘.. 
1o,cm-19,999 ,. ,. ,, 
ZO.WO-29,999 t.. _. 
3o.@m-49,999 
50,OOOand~ 

.48e Offw*lY hd (Ye’W 
under 35 .................... 
35-44 ....................... 
45-54 ....................... 
55-64 ....................... 
65-14 ....................... 
75andover.. ................ 

Race of,%mily head 
white 
NOllWhitS 8VJd HispaniC.. 

85.1 

77.5 
17.7 

2;:: 

:;:: 

64.9 

49.9 
44.3 

24.6 31.2 42.0 28.9 

17.1 34.8 7.9 22.6 
13.5 41.9 I 15.7 

2.7 

;.3 
1.8 

5.0 

4.9 
* 

1.1 4.6 31.6 88.9 
1.3 5.8 46.0 90.6 
.8 4.4 32.9 73.3 

1.2 4.0 50.3 91.7 

4.7 4.3 54.2 93.1 

3.6 2.6 41.5 85.8 
* * 27.5 82.8 

own 87.8 67.6 18.5 26.S 30.6 2S.l 3.7 
Rent0rOih.X 

2.9 4.5 52.4 
62.6 51.4 

93.7 
8.9 9.0 13.0 11.4 1.9 .6 3.2 29.5 77.6 

1983 

78.6 61.7 15.0 20.1 24.2 20.4 3.0 2.1 4.0 44.0 87.8 

49.2 36.9 2.7 8.1 1.9 4.4 
71.7 53.4 9.0 18.4 8.4 10.6 
83.7 67.2 12.0 19.4 19.8 18.0 
92.4 76.6 17.4 22.7 34.5 25.2 
%.O 73.8 37.1 33.1 61.7 48.3 

;.6 
1.9 
2.4 

10.0 

* 

*:0 
1.0 
9.3 

2.6 22.7 64.0 
1.9 34.5 84.5 
2.7 45.8 93.7 
4.4 54.5 97.5 
9.6 64.6 98.8 

71.9 
82.9 
81.8 
81.2 
82.5 
76.2 

62.6 

g:: 
59.0 
55.4 
48.9 

8.5 8.6 17.2 12.9 1.0 
16.5 15.5 31.0 22.8 2.5 
14.9 18.1 35.5 23.2 3.2 
20.0 20.3 36.3 25.7 4.9 
22.4 36.9 14.8 26. ! 6.7 
15.3 38.3 1.7 19.9 2.2 

1:: 
2.1 
3.0 
6.1 
2.2 

4.0 36.0 85.0 
3.6 50.2 90.1 
6.0 48.6 88.7 
3.8 47.5 90.1 
3.1 49.2 88.2 
2.9 35.4 85.9 

85.5 65.3 17.3 23.4 27.2 23.6 3.6 2.4 
46.4 

4.6 
44.9 

47.9 
4.0 4.2 LO.2 5.8 t t 1.4 25.8 

92.9 
64.5 

14.6 8.6 19.5 18.2 
20.2 15.0 29.1 19.3 

7.4 9.0 12.8 12.4 
12.4 15.4 31.9 20.4 

FAMILY INCOME 

According to the SCF, real median pre-tax income 
for families was virtually unchanged between 1983 
and 1989 (table 1). This finding is supported by data 
from the Current Population Survey conducted by 
the Bureau of the Census. Over the same period, 
mean real family income rose from $33,400 to 
$35,700. These findings suggest that incomes above 
the median grew faster than those below the median 
and that the distribution of family income became 
somewhat more concentrated among families with 
higher income. 

Although in the aggregate median family income 
did not change, a breakdown of the population by 
demographic groups shows mixed changes. The 
median income for families headed by persons with 
at least some college experience rose, but this 

increase was offset by declines in all other education 
categories. A moderate increase for white families 
was offset by a decline for nonwhite and Hispanic 
families. The difference by racial group may partly 
reflect changes in the way race was ascertained in the 
two surveys. In the 1983 SCF, race was based on the 
survey interviewer’s observation, whereas in the 
1989 SCF, the survey respondent reported his or her 
own race, the procedure routinely followed by the 
Census Bureau. Consequently, the 1989 SCF race 
classification matches Census estimates, whereas 
the 1983 data overstate the proportion of nonwhites 
and Hispanics. This difference may cast some doubt 
on comparisons between 1983 and 1989 SCF results 
based on race classifications. 

Consistent with aggregate income and population 
dam, the SCF shows that the aggregate mean family 
income rose. Increases for families headed by 
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4. Ownership of selected financial assets, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989-Continued 
rvrcenr 

All families .................. 

Family income ~1989dolLws) 
Less than lO.ooo.. ........... 
10,ooo-19,999 .............. 
ZO,CCC-29,999 .............. 
3o,cOo-49,999 .............. 
50,OWandmore.. ........... 

Age offamil keod fyearsors) 
under 35 .................... 
35-44 ....................... 
45-54 ....................... 
55-M ....................... 
65-74 ....................... 
75 andover .................. 

Race Offrn’lY head 
White ....................... 
Nonwbile sod Hispanic ....... 

Life-q& srqe offmiIy head 
under 55 years 

IJnmarried, no children. 
Mmied,wchil~n . 
unmarriul, children 
Manied, children 

55 “ears and wer 
Inlabarforce .............. 
out of labor fone 

R&Ed .................. 
other ................... 

Houring s,atus 
own 
ReJIt Or other. 

75.4 

46.2 21.9 7.8 8.6 3.1 2.0 .8 
69.7 40.7 14.6 21.2 14.9 10.9 2.4 
80.3 41.6 21.0 20.6 34.4 16.9 3.0 
88.8 52.9 23.2 21.0 44.9 20.8 5.0 
91.5 53.9 44.7 26.5 69.2 44.6 12.7 

68.4 45.0 14.9 8.5 23.0 11.4 
76.1 50.0 20.4 15.5 44.0 21.2 
78.9 44.6 27.0 21.1 45.5 23.1 
76.7 38.9 23.0 20.9 42.6 22.0 
79.9 37.7 28.3 31.6 30.0 20.8 
79.3 36.2 30.5 39.4 6.6 21.3 

79.9 44.8 24.7 21.9 
44.6 34.3 5.4 3.6 

71.9 40.2 17.2 
78.9 52.6 31.2 
54.5 35.7 9.5 
80.8 52.5 22.7 

83.9 44.4 25.1 23.2 49.1 26.1 7.2 9.8 4.6 

37.6 31.3 35.9 25.2 23.7 10.9 a.4 6.0 
26.5 18.2 23.7 6.5 8.2 1.9 1.5 1.2 

81.8 
6Q.8 

84.9 
57.8 

43.5 22.2 19.6 33.3 19.0 4.4 4.4 3.4 47.7 87.5 

* 

i.2 
4.2 

12.6 

ST1 
3.0 
3.6 
7.1 

16.6 59.1 
35.6 85.6 
49.4 95.2 
63.5 98.2 
72.3 99.7 

3:: 3:; 
3.5 4.3 
5.9 7.5 
9.1 9.4 
9.6 4.9 

2.5 39.5 02.2 
2.8 56.8 08.4 
3.1 52.9 90.4 
3.0 49.6 81.5 
6.4 48.4 91.5 
4.8 35.5 90.6 

:;:: 
21.0 4.9 5.0 3.7 50.4 91.4 

3.9 .5 * 1.4 29.0 60.9 

:I: 
9.0 

16.4 

26.1 16.8 1.8 3.0 
40.2 26.9 4.8 5.8 
21.9 8.7 1.4 1.9 
43.1 19.9 2.5 2.4 

2.4 
2.2 

3:: 

30.3 84.7 
50.2 92.8 
30.8 68.4 
61.5 92.7 

57.3 

;::: 

95.6 

93.0 
72.0 

49.2 21.2 24.6 43.6 25.2 6.1 5.8 4.6 58.0 95.6 
32.9 13.1 10.4 14.5 7.6 1.2 2.0 1.4 28.7 72.1 

persons less than 55 years old were partly offset by 
declines for families with heads between 55 and 74 
years of age. Workers in highly skilled occupations 
fared better than other workers. Mean family income 
increased for managers; technical workers; and 
precision production, craft, and repair workers. 
Mean income of homeowners and of whites rose, 
whereas that of renters and of nonwhites and 
Hispanics fell. In the age group under 55 years, 
mean income rose most rapidly for married couples; 
among older families, mean income rose for families 
with retired heads and declined for other families3 

3. Calculations not reported in the tables indicate that the 
increase in mean income for dual-earner couples more than 
accounted for the overall mean increase in income for married 
couples. 

NET WORTH 

Changes in the overall real net worth of families-the 
difference between families’ total assets and their 
total debts-were more dramatic than changes in 
family income. Mean real net worth rose more than 
23 percent, whereas median real net worth rose only 
11 percent (table 2) P As with income, the contrast 
between the mean and median suggests an increase 
in the concentration of net worth among wealthy 
families. 

While small increases in median net worth were 
widespread, some marked declines also occurred. 
The decline was especially sharp for single parents 
and for nonwhites and Hispanics. The median net 

4. Data from the 1984 and 1988 Surveys of Income and 
Program Participation conducted by the Bureau of the Census 
show a similar change in real median net worth. 
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5. Median financial assets of families holding such assets, by selected characteristics of families, 

Thousands of 1989 dollars 

Family chanacristic 

Allfamilies... 

,?tiWM,““‘” 
10,om9,&3 ............ 
2o,cco-29,999 ............ 
M,OW-49.999 ............ 
50,OCOmdmme ........... 

Race offamily had 
white 
NOlWhi~nndkliSpOiC..... 

Life-cydc stqe offomiry ka 
uwder 55 yeam 

Unmanied.oOCilii~... 
hlarried,nochil&cn..... 
vnmarricd,childnn 
Married, children 

55 yeam and over 
lilMrlrfme.... 
out of labor force 

R&Cd 
ofbw 

HOW’ll~ sflzm 
own 
RClltOIOdH 

MEMO 
Mean. 

1983 

.6 1.4 11.0 12.5 5.0 6.2 12.5 52.9 12.5 3.0 4.5 

:Z 
1.3 
1.7 
3.4 

3.2 9.1 2.0 2.4 
8.1 12.5 2.5 5.1 
6.2 14.7 2.5 3.9 
9.7 12.5 3.8 3.1 

14.9 15.5 8.1 18.7 

lk 3:.4 
12.5 15.6 
8.5 12.6 

24.9 62.3 

3.9 1.6 
3.6 1.9 
3.7 1.9 
8.3 3.9 

24.9 6.2 

2:: 
2.8 
6.0 

31.9 

1:: 
1.7 
2.0 
2.5 
3.7 

5.6 
7.5 

17.4 
12s 
16.3 
16.8 

5.0 
10.0 
10.6 
15.4 

:::: 

2.0 1.9 12.5 149.4 3.7 1.9 1.5 
5.0 5.0 8.7 52.9 10.0 2.9 4.4 
5.6 5.0 12.5 54.0 12.5 3.9 5.7 
7.5 11.2 18.7 56.3 32.4 6.2 11.7 

12.5 16.8 31.1 62.3 95.9 2.6 17.2 
5.0 14.9 6.2 18.7 12.5 1.9 15.6 

:Z 
1.6 10.6 12.5 5.0 6.2 12.5 52.9 12.5 3.1 5.8 

.8 11.9 6.2 2.3 1.2 l * 3.6 2.6 1.1 

1: 

:z 

1.2 

1.2 
.6 

1:: 

1:: 

2.0 

3.0 
1.6 

6.8 
7.5 
6.2 
9.3 

14.1 

14.9 
10.5 

5.0 3.1 2.5 
6.2 3.6 3.7 

10.6 2.5 3.7 
7.5 5.0 4.4 

16.2 10.0 11.8 

19.0 5.6 14.7 
23.7 I 12.5 

12.5 

J.0 
12.5 

12.5 

24.9 
* 

54.0 
124.5 
15.6 
47.3 

56.3 

18.7 
* 

S:: 
6.2 

10.0 

62.3 

31.4 
* 

1.8 2.0 
2.8 3.5 
1.5 1.7 
3.4 3.5 

5.1 15.7 

2.1 12.8 
1.6 8.5 

:: 
1.9 12.5 13.1 5.6 6.3 

.7 6.2 10.0 2.5 3.1 

2.3 4.6 27.4 28.6 19.5 75.6 

18.7 
11.3 

80.4 

52.9 13.7 3.7 7.8 
49.8 3.8 1.6 1.5 

147.2 114.5 10.5 48.5 

worth of farm families fell sharply as prices for 
farmland plummeted in the early 1980s. (Even with 
an increase in the price of farmland after 1985, the 
price level of farmland in 1989 was about 30 percent 
below the level in 1983 .) Among families headed by 
persons 55 years of age and over, those whose heads 
were retired had the only increase in median net 
worth. Families with heads in this age group who 
remained in the labor force experienced declines in 
median net worth, 

The change in mean net worth varied widely 
across demographic groups. Families headed by 
persons having some higher education and married 
couples headed by persons under 55 years of age 
showed particularly large increases. In contrast to 

the decline in median net worth for nonwhites and 
Hispanics, the mean net worth of this group rose; 
indeed, the percentage increase exceeded that of 
white families. 

Changes in net worth may be attributed to changes 
in the value of the holdings of assets or in the amount 
of debt carried. The coverage of assets and liabilities 
in the survey is highly detailed; the aggregations 
presented in this article have been chosen to illustrate 
trends in the data. 

ASSETS 

The composition of assets held by all families, as 
recorded in the SCF, changed slightly between 1983 
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5. Median financial assets of families holding such assets, by selected characteristics of families, 
1983 and 1989-Continued 
Thousands of ,989 dollars 

I 1989 

AU families,, ................. .9 

Family income (1989 dolrom) 
Lasstiml10,OGu.. ............ 
lO.m%19,999 ............... :: 
20/X0-29,9w ............... 
3o,Ow-49.999 ............... 1:: 
SO,MX)andlXOIC.. ............ 1.5 

Age ofjkmi~y kead &s?rs~ 
Uluier 35 ..................... 
35-44 ........................ :; 
45-54 ........................ 1.0 
55-61 ........................ 1.0 
bS-74 ........................ 1.0 
75mdover.. .............. .. 1.0 

&cc offamily head 
white ........................ 1.0 
NonwhiteacdHispanic.. ...... .b 

fife-cycle sage offomily head 
Undm~Syears 

Unmarried,nOChildnll...... 
Married: wctdkkn ........ 1:: 
unmamcd, children ........ 
Mmicd, childm, ........... 1; 

55 years and over 
Inlaborforce.. ............. 1.0 
out of labor force 

Retired ................... 1.0 
Other .................... .8 

Housing sranu 
own ......................... 1.0 
Rentorothcr .................. .b 

MEMO 
Mean. 3.0 

1.5 5.0 11.0 10.0 7.5 17.3 25.0 23.0 2.5 10.4 

1.0 
1.0 
1.2 
2.0 
3.0 

4.0 
5.0 
3.5 
4.0 

10.0 

10.0 
10.0 

::9 
15.0 

3.3 30.0 13.0 * 
4.0 7.0 15.0 * 
6.0 4.0 6.2 5.0 
8.5 5.5 26.0 25.0 

21.2 12.0 20.0 35.0 

2;.0 
14.0 
30.0 
32.0 

1.0 1.3 
2.1 4.5 
2.0 6.8 
2.8 12.2 
4.7 41.5 

.7 2.6 5.0 4.0 2.7 
1.S 5.0 10.0 8.0 3.0 
1.5 2.7 9.0 14.0 6.0 
4.5 11.0 12.0 22.0 18.3 
2.0 10.0 17.0 15.0 25.0 
5.0 8.0 25.0 25.0 18.0 

6:: :::!: 
12.0 10.0 
20.0 25.0 
20.0 32.0 
26.0 SO.0 

26.0 
10.0 
10.0 
32.0 
48.0 
32.0 

2.5 
11.2 
14.5 
20.0 
18.2 
21.0 

1.7 5.0 11.3 10.3 7.5 16.0 25.0 30.0 
.9 4.0 10.0 4.0 2.3 18.0 * 8.0 

1.0 
2.5 
3.5 
5.0 
3.0 
3.7 

2.5 
2.0 

1.5 
1.0 
2.0 
2.5 

5.0 

4.0 
2.0 

3.0 
1.5 

10.3 

11.5 
2.0 

1.0 
1.6 
1.0 
1.2 

3.0 

5.0 
1.0 

4.5 
2.7 
1.5 
4.0 

15.0 

11.7 40.0 
7.0 8.0 
2.0 6.0 

30.5 14.0 

SO.0 32.0 

10.5 
5.0 

10.0 5.0 3.7 30.0 
6.2 4.9 3.6 3.0 
5.1 4.0 2.5 12.0 
7.0 10.0 3.6 6.0 

13.0 20.0 20.0 20.0 

20.0 16.0 20.3 26.0 
20.0 4.0 20.0 80.0 

25.0 45.0 
34.0 6.0 

4.9 
7.1 
3.0 

11.0 

22.2 

22.4 
4.6 

2.0 6.4 13.0 12.4 8.0 16.0 30.0 20.0 
.9 3.0 8.0 4.0 5.0 30.0 6.3 26.0 

16.2 
2.3 

6.3 28.3 30.6 40.0 57.2 75.0 137.8 125.0 68.6 

and 1989 (table 3). The small shift away from 

nonfinancial assets reflects declines in business and 

real estate assets as a share of total assets.5 

Financial Assets 

Despite the increase in financial assets as a propor- 

tion of total family assets, the ownership of several 

types of financial assets fell sharply (tables 3 and 4). 
In 1983, nearly 79 percent of families owned 

5. Any division of assets into financial and nonfinancial 
categories is somewhat arbitrary. The classifications used here 
may differ from others, such as those in the flow of funds 
accounts, which are published by the Federal Reserve. 

checking accounts-including conventional check- 
ing accounts, NOW accounts, and money market 
accounts used for checking-whereas by 1989 about 
75 percent of families owned them. The decline was 
spread over virtually all groups shown here. Over 
this period, the movement of financial institutions 
toward more explicit prices for checking services 
may have made these accounts less attractive to 
many families. Nevertheless, data from the SCF 
indicate that only 16 percent of families without 
checking accounts in 1989 reported that service fees 
or balance requirements deterred them from main- 
taining an account. The proportion of families 
owning savings accounts also fell dramatically over 
this period, partly because families shifted assets to 
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6. Family ownership of selected nonfinancial assets, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 
PeKEZ”t 

FllmiIY characteristic 

All families.. 

Fani@ inconv (I989 dolkusJ 
Lessthm10,cca 
1o,oco-19,999 
2OLKh3-29,999 _. 

“0 z”,” ~~ 
30,LML7,n7 ,,...............,.,..,...... 
M,cKwandmore 

Age of&mi*ly head fyearsj 
under 35 .................................... 
35-44 ....................................... 
45-54 ....................................... 
55-64 ...................................... 
65-74 ...................................... 
75mdover.. ................................ 

white 
Nonwhite and Hispanic.. 

unmarried, w chiben.. 
h4mied,nochildre~ 
uumanicd.childreo .,..,................., 
Married, Childnn 

55 yea-s and over 
ItllabOrfoPX 
Gut of labor force 

Retired, 
other 

Own 
RfXI Or C&r., 

*Fewer than five farmlies 

T 1983 

JI 84.4 14.2 20.9 7.4 64.4 90.3 

50.5 4.5 6.9 3.3 40.1 67.4 
83.2 6.9 14.1 5.5 52.6 89.1 
93.3 12.0 17.9 1.2 60.3 96.1 
97.0 18.7 25.8 8.0 77.2 98.6 
%.4 31.5 42.7 14.3 88.9 99.4 

83.3 10.3 10.4 9.1 38.7 87.2 
91.2 18.3 22.9 10.3 68.4 94.0 
90.3 24.9 6.4 78.0 91.7 
87.7 :::: 32.6 5.9 76.8 93.1 
80.2 12.3 27.2 5.6 78.9 91.8 
57.8 6.4 16.9 1.4 69.5 79.6 

88.7 16.1 23.1 8.5 68.0 94.3 
64.4 5.4 10.9 2.5 42.2 71.3 

71.9 9.1 10.0 13.9 23.4 79.1 
96.4 14.3 14.6 13.0 51.8 97.0 

73.1 6.4 12.0 6.2 42.7 96.2 19.3 22.5 7.6 73.5 ;I;:: 

89.5 24.1 36.3 7.3 78. I 95.1 

74.4 6.1 22.1 3.4 74.8 51.7 7.1 15.9 * 73.1 E:Z 

92.4 18.8 27. I 7.5 100.0 70.5 6.3 to.2 7.4 * *g:: 

other investment vehicles. Again, the decline was 
pervasive. While the proportion of families holding 
checking and savings accounts declined over the 
period, the families that held these accounts in 1989 
maintained them at about the same real level as that 
in 1983, with the median value of checking accounts 
rising only from $600 to $900 (tables 4 and 5). 

The proportion of families owning money market 
accounts, including money market mutual funds and 
money market deposit accounts not used as a 
checking account, rose. With the increasing owner- 
ship of money market accounts, the median size of 
account declined from $11,000 to $5,000, whereas 
the overall mean rose slightly from $27,400 to 
$28,300. The decrease in the median amount held 
in these accounts, with the increase in the rate of 
ownership, indicates that the number of small money 
market accounts increased. 

The proportion of families owning retirement 
accounts rose; these accounts include individual 
retirement and Keogh accounts as well as employer- 
sponsored pension accounts from which withdrawals 
could be made. The median size of retirement 
accounts doubled. In part, this growth reflected the 
overall shift in employer-provided pensions from 
defined-benefit plans, in which the employer pays a 
regular benefit beginning at retirement, to defined- 
contribution and 401(k)-type plans, in which em- 
ployees have rights to a specific pool of funds at 
retirement.6 While the median retirement account 
grew in all categories shown, the increase for 

6. The SCF collects financial data on all types of pensions. 
However, for the analysis of family finances, we include only 
retirement accounts from which funds can be withdrawn before 
retirement, even if with a penalty. These are generally defined- 
contribution or 401(k)-type plans. 
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6. Family ownership of selected nonfinancial assets, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989-Continued 
Percent 

Allfamilies.. ................................ 

Family blccme (m?9 IMkus) 
Lessthan 10,cOo.. ........................... 
lO,rm-19,999 .............................. 
2O,ooo-29,999 .............................. 
3o,cm49,999 .............................. 
S0,OWandm ............................. 

Age ofjkmiiy head &aws) 
Under 35 .................................... 
35-44 ....................................... 
45-54 ....................................... 
5544 ....................................... 
65-74 ....................................... 
75andover.. ................................ 

Race offamdy head 
white ....................................... 
Nonwhite and Hispanic. ...................... 
Lifecyclr srngr offamiry head 
under 55 years 

IJnmnnid.mchildnn ..................... 
Mmie&mchildren ....................... 
UIlmarried. children ....................... 
Married, children .......................... 

55 years and owr 
Inlalwrforcc.. ............................ 
out of Labor force 

Retired .................................. 
other ................................... 

Housing skmu 
own ........................................ 
Rent Or Other., ............................... 

84.0 11.5 20.4 22.1 64.7 90.2 

51.6 2.3 5.9 12.1 36.2 66.9 
82.1 8.0 14.4 18.5 57.0 90.5 
94.4 10.1 15.0 23.8 63.5 %.7 
95.5 12.0 27.1 25.4 76.2 98.0 
96.8 25.4 38.7 30.7 90.0 99.4 

i;:: 8.4 20.9 8.1 20.5 24.9 36.8 65.9 92.8 84.4 

90.9 E 28.5 25.6 76.6 93.3 
86.9 11.3 31.3 23.9 82.2 92.1 
81.9 7.9 25.6 20.4 80.2 93.8 
66.9 4.7 16.9 13.3 72.8 87.3 

87.9 12.6 21.9 23.3 67.9 93.2 
56.8 4.4 10.5 13.2 42.8 70.0 

75.5 10.5 10.9 28.6 82.1 
95.4 13.0 19.8 26.9 :::; 97.2 
647 5.0 9.2 22.2 35.2 71.6 
96.6 17.5 22.3 21.6 74.9 97.7 

91.1 17.6 34.3 28.7 82.0 94.8 

82.6 4.7 25.0 17.4 82.2 93.5 
56.7 2.0 12.3 11.3 65.6 81.4 

92.7 14.4 26.0 23.0 1cQ.o lW.0 
67.9 6.3 10.1 20.3 * 72.3 

families with incomes of $50,000 and more was 
particularly dramatic. The ownership of other 
financial assets, which include savings bonds and 
the cash value of life insurance, also grew. 

The financial assets discussed thus far were held 
in insured depository institutions-which include 
banks, savings banks, savings and loans, and credit 
unions-or in uninsured institutions. The percentage 
of families owning any type of account at a de- 
pository institution changed little over the period 
(not shown in table). The holdings of any account in 
an insured depository institution fell slightly; those 
of families with income ofless than $10,000 showed 
large declines. Nevertheless, for families maintain- 
ing accounts, the median value of holdings at deposi- 
tory institutions increased for virtually all groups. 

Stock ownership, which includes holdings of 
publicly traded corporate stock and of equity mutual 

funds, declined slightly. The median value of 
holdings of stocks rose overall, with a noticeable 
drop both in ownership and in median holdings for 
families with incomes of $50,000 and more. Median 
stock holdings also declined for families headed by 
persons between 35 and 44 years of age. Aggregate 
mean holdings of stock fell sharply from $75,600 to 
$57,200. For all families, mean holdings of both 
taxable and nontaxable bonds, which include bonds 
held directly and bonds held through mutual funds, 
fell. However, median holdings of taxable bonds 
increased, and median holdings of tax-exempt bonds 
decreased. These changes in median holdings may 
reflect changes in the tax code that have lessened the 
relative advantage of nontaxable bonds. 

Overall, the proportion of families owning any 
type of financial asset fell slightly. Nevertheless, for 
families still holding financial assets, median hold- 
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7. Median amount of nonfinancial assets of families holding such assets, by selected characteristics of families, 
1983and1989 
Thousands of 1989 dollars 

Aufamilies 

Fmiiy incow (1989 dxars) 
LesSdUl1O,OL%l............................. 
lO,ooo-19,999 .............................. 
2o,Ml-29,999 .............................. 
3o,cw49,999 .............................. 
50.000md,,,cxe ............................. 

Age qffmily head (yearsi 
Under 35 .................................... 
35-44 ....................................... 
45-54 ....................................... 
55-64 ....................................... 
65-74 ....................................... 
75mdove.r .................................. 

Race offmily head 
white 
Nonwhite and Hispanic 

‘Fewer than five famiks. 

5.1 57.0 43.6 6.2 64.7 59.1 

1.8 41.1 13.9 2.5 32.1 15.5 
3.2 31.4 27.9 2.9 49.8 31.1 
4.5 24.9 31.1 3.7 54.2 45.9 
6.4 44.0 39.0 6.2 74.1 al.5 
9.8 121.0 89.0 12.5 112.1 163.9 

4.4 
5.6 
6.6 
6.3 
3.8 
2.3 

24.9 
“6::: 

93.4 
94.7 

124.5 

31.1 2.5 56.0 13.2 
47.3 6.2 80.9 11.4 
36.1 10.7 74.7 88.1 
49.8 12.5 74.7 al.4 
49.8 12.5 57.3 65.5 
39.8 5.8 44.8 49.2 

5.2 59.2 44.2 6.2 68.5 65.5 
4.1 49.0 25.5 2.5 43.6 25.7 

3.6 15.4 2.8 6.2 
6.0 49.8 :::: 3.7 :;:: 39.9 
3.6 49.0 37.0 11.2 62.3 39.0 
6.3 50.3 39.0 5.1 74.7 74.3 

6.4 93.4 

3.4 99.6 
3.6 124.5 

6.1 62.3 
3.4 26.6 

7.0 238.7 

56.0 

“E 

43.6 
36.1 

126.7 

la.7 74.7 91.7 

a.7 49.8 55.6 
I 49.8 44.8 

a.5 64.7 85.0 
3.1 * 4.2 

22.3 87.5 136.7 

ings more than doubled, whereas mean holdings 
increased only about 40 percent. These changes 
suggest a decline in concentration of financial assets. 

Nonjinancial Assets 

The largest single asset of most families is their 
principal residence. Rates of homeownership for all 
families were little changed between 1983 and 1989 
(table 6). However, there were sizable declines in 
ownership for the lowest income group and for 
single parents. Rates of homeownership for childless 
married couples increased substantially as did rates 
for families with heads between 55 and 64 years of 
age. For all families, the median real home value for 
homeowners increased from $64,700 to $70,000, an 

8 percent rise, whereas the mean increased from 
$87,500 to $107,400, a23percent rise (table 7). The 
increase occurred largely in the group of families 
with incomes of $50,000 and more. 

The ownership of investment real estate, including 
all properties from vacation cabins to shopping 
centers, also changed little over the period, whereas 
the median holdings fell about 11 percent. By income 
group, changes in ownership were mixed, with a 
notable decline for families with incomes of $5O,ooO 
and more. For this group, the median size of holdings 
in investment real estate also declined. The median 
investment in real estate increased for families 
without children headed by persons under age 55. 

Ownership of an equity interest in a business, 
including limited partnerships, other partnerships, 
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7. Median amount of nonfinancial assets of families holding such assets, by selected characteristics of families, 
1983 and 1989-Continued 
Thousands of 1989 dollars 

AU familiu .................................. 

Fami/y income (IW9dollnrd 
Lessthan10,cm.. ........................... 
lO,Om-19,999 .............................. 
2o,Om-29,999 .............................. 
3o,lxe49,999 .............................. 
50,OOOar,d,nm ............................. 

Age OfJknilY head ~ycarsi 
under35.. .................................. 
35-44 ....................................... 
45-54 ....................................... 
55-64 ....................................... 
65-74 ....................................... 
75andow.. ................................ 

Race offm’ly head 
white ....................................... 
Nonwhite and Hispanic. ...................... 

Life-c.wle m_w offamily head 
ulKier55 years 

UNluutid,mchil~n.. ................... 
Mmied,,,oc,,i&en ....................... 
"nmarritd,children ....................... 
Married, children .......................... 

55 years and over 
lnlaimrf0,ce.. ............................ 
Gut of labor Force 

R&& .................................. 
other ................................... 

Homing sraw 
own ........................................ 
Rent 01 Other. ................................ 

MEMO 
Mean. ....................................... 

6.9 M.0 39.0 5.0 70.0 66.7 

2.0 14.3 lb.7 1.2 33.0 11.4 
4.1 5.9 18.0 3.0 SO.0 39.2 
5.6 40.0 30.0 3.0 57.0 48.3 
8.7 45.0 35.0 5.0 75.0 84.9 

13.4 93.0 80.0 15.0 130.0 190.0 

5.7 11.0 31.5 1.6 65.0 15.5 
8.0 50.0 46.0 5.0 
9.6 I%: 

81.3 
61.6 50.0 8.3 105.3 

7.1 80.0 39.0 8.0 75.0 93.9 
5.4 53.0 34.0 10.0 58.1 63.1 
3.7 28.5 35.0 10.0 55.0 52.0 

7.1 50.0 40.0 6.0 75.0 71.0 
4.5 8.4 30.0 .4 42.5 30.1 

4.3 8.4 45.0 2.0 ?d.O 8.8 
9.0 45.0 94.0 4.0 84.0 66.3 
4.8 13.4 46.0 3.0 60.0 22.7 
9.3 52.0 45.0 6.0 80.0 86.4 

7.6 80.0 43.0 8.0 80.0 98.3 

5.5 49.2 35.7 11.4 bO.0 67.6 
2.6 8.9 19.0 2.5 45.0 43.0 

8.3 a.0 40.0 8.0 70.0 95.9 
8.0 7.2 31.0 2.0 * 5.5 

10.0 334.2 160.6 32.6 107.4 173.3 

corporations, sole proprietorships, and other private 
businesses, fell substantially. The value of holdings 
fell for families in the top and the bottom income 
categories. Particularly striking was the decline of 
the real value of median holdings of businesses by 
nonwhites and Hispanics from $49,000 to $8,400. 
This decline, with a decrease in the rates of business 
ownership, reflects the exit of minority investors 
from the market. 

While the overall ownership of vehicles, including 
automobiles, trucks, campers, boats, and other 
vehicles, was virtually unchanged, some individual 
categories did exhibit relatively large shifts. Two 
groups showing marked declines in rates of owner- 
ship were families with younger heads and nonwhites 
and Hispanics. Nevertheless, real median gross 

holdings for those with vehicles rose from $5,100 to 
$6,900: This rise reflects the increase in the real cost 
of automobiles. 

This comparison of mean and median values for 
individual categories of nonfinancial assets suggests 

8. Composition of family debts, 1983 and 1989 
PerCUlt 

Debt 1983 1909 

mm mxtgages.. 58.1 53. I 
Invcsmlent real estate mmgagcs 20.5 25.0 
Homequitylinesofcredit 
Odxrlinesofcredit 2:: 

2.6 
1.0 

Credit cards 1.8 2.2 
Carlcam 6.1 8.0 
Otherdebt .._................. 10.2 8.1 

Total LOO.0 100.0 
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9. Families carrying selected financial debts, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 
kK.S”t 

1983 

AU families .................. 

Family incm (1959 ddkzm) 
Less than 10,m ............. 
lO,fm-19.999 .............. 
2O,WO-29.999 .............. 
3o,c#w49.!?99 .............. 
50,000.Uldlll0~. ............ 

Age offomy head &cm) 
u*r 35 .................... 
3544 ....................... 
45-54 ....................... 
55-64 ....................... 
65-74 ...................... 
75mdwer.. ................ 

Race ojfmily head 
White ....................... 
Nonwhite and Hispmic ....... 

fife-Fycle srngr offamily hmd 
Under 55 years 

Unmarried, nochikiren .... 
Married, no children ....... 
unmarried, children ....... 
Married, chiidren .......... 

55 years and over 
I” labor force .............. 
Gut of Labor force 

Retired. ................. 
other ................... 

Housing stam 
Own .. . ..................... 
RL?IItCXOther.. ............... 

‘Fewer than five famihes 

36.9 7.6 .5 11.2 37.0 28.7 29.6 69.6 

9.9 1.0 
20.1 2.6 
34.0 5.4 
56.4 9.9 
66.8 21.3 

32.6 5.3 
58.1 11.7 
53.5 10.4 
34.4 10.6 
15.1 3.5 
3.7 1.2 

39.2 8.4 .6 11.0 37.9 29.7 29.0 70.6 
26.3 4.0 * 12.0 33.1 23.7 32.6 64.7 

14.8 
45.8 
31.0 
60.0 

34.3 

13.7 
1 

58.3 9.6 .8 12.0 41.6 31.0 28.5 75.1 
I( 4.2 * 9.8 29.1 24.5 31.6 60.0 

4.3 
7.4 
5.1 

II.2 

12.3 

2.0 
* 

* 
t 

.‘s 

.7 

:i 
.8 
* 
I 
* 

3.0 11.9 8.8 24.4 41.3 
7.2 26.3 21.7 25.1 58.2 

10.7 45.5 32.9 31.9 76.6 
16.9 53.0 40.0 34.8 85.3 
18.2 48.4 40.1 32.1 87.2 

12.6 
17.3 
13.6 
9.6 
3.1 
* 

7.7 
17.1 
12.8 
16.4 

33.3 21.6 
52.8 45.0 
34.3 24.6 
49.4 45.3 

37.3 21.7 

35.2 68.8 
46.0 91.1 
33.4 70.5 
40.3 89.0 

10.7 18.6 66.7 

1.8 15.5 7.2 8.8 33.2 
* 10.9 t 7.9 21.5 

38.4 36.9 42.3 79.1 
51.5 38.4 38.4 87.1 
45.0 35.3 31.1 81.0 
37.5 21.9 19.0 67.2 
18.2 8.4 9.0 37.1 
6.1 t 6.2 16.8 

that the concentration of all such nonfinancial assets 
increased. For homes and vehicles, the most widely 
held nonfinancial assets, both mean and median 
holdings grew. The median values for homes and 
vehicles grew 8 percent and 35 percent respectively, 
while the mean values grew faster -23 percent and 
43 percent respectively. This difference suggests 
that the top half of the distribution shifted upward 
faster than the bottom half. In other words, nonfi- 
nancial assets became more concentrated at the top 
end of the distribution. For the remaining nonfinan- 
cial assets, the median values actually fell while the 
mean values increased, a finding that suggests even 
greater increases in concentration. Overall, both the 
median and mean values of total nonfinancial assets 
increased. This fact indicates that the increases in 
home and vehicle assets more than offset the declines 
in the median holdings of less widely held assets. 

The largest percentage increase in the median value 
of holdings was for the group with incomes of 
$50,000 and more. The only other sizable increase 
was reported for married couples with no children. 
Large declines were observed for single parents. 

LIABILITIES 

Families hold many types of debt, including mart- 
gage and credit-card debt, lines of credit, automobile 
loans, and closed-end and other debts. While the 
largest nonfinancial asset for most families is their 
principal residence, their largest financial obligation 
is their mortgage for it. In light of changes in the tax 
treatment of consumer interest payments, one might 
expect families to increase the proportion of their 
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9. Families carrying selected financial debts, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989-Continued 
PeKe”t 

1989 

38.7 7.0 3.3 3.3 39.9 35.1 32.3 72.7 All FtilkS 

Fmil income {I %‘9 &llm) 
Less x anlO.am.. ........... 8.8 1.0 
lO,cQ3-19,999 .............. 21.3 1.5 
2o,Oc%29,9% .............. 36.8 4.7 
3o.ooo-49,999 .............. 53.1 8.6 
SO,OOOand,,,ore ............. 72.4 18.7 

1.5 15.0 
2.2 27.3 
1.6 48.9 
4.1 55.0 
6.7 53.1 

11.1 
21.8 
39.4 

29.6 47.2 
31.0 58.7 
30.0 79.5 
36.1 86.5 
34.2 91.8 

lf3 
2.4 
4.5 
7.7 

50.9 
51.7 

Age offamily head fycars) 
Under 35 .................... 
35-44 ....................... 
45-54 ....................... 
55-64 ....................... 
65-74 ....................... 
75 andaver. ................. 

32.8 2.6 1.0 4.5 44.0 37.4 
57.1 10.2 4.3 4.7 52.4 51.5 
56.3 12.3 6.3 4.0 50.0 48.7 
37.5 10.7 6.1 1.9 34.1 29.3 

‘E 3.9 1.4 1.0 * I) .6 25.4 10.6 14.0 5.3 

45.0 79.5 
43.0 89.6 
32.9 85.9 
24.2 74.0 
13.4 47.9 
8.1 23.8 

Race ojfm'ly head 
White 
Nonwhile and Hispanic 

40.9 7.6 3.6 3.4 41.0 36.3 31.9 73.9 
23.7 2.9 1.1 2.4 32.4 27.0 35.1 65.0 

L#-cycle sage offamily head 
Under 55 years 

Unmarried, no children.. 
Married, no children 
ummanied, children 
MZ.&d, Cilildrro 

55 years and over 
In labor force 
out of labor force 

R&Ed. 
Other 

Housing smnu 
own 
Rent or other. 

18.1 5.0 
52.0 9.8 
26.8 4.2 
63.6 9.3 

5.6 37.5 29.8 37.6 72.8 
11.0 57.9 50.5 49.5 89.2 
2.6 33.4 29.9 38.4 70.0 
4.0 56.7 55.0 43.1 93.6 

* 

If6 
5.4 

6.6 

1.1 
* 

5.0 
* 

41.2 12.0 2.7 43.3 

.5 15.2 
* 18.3 

32.1 

12.5 
8.6 

21.2 79.1 

11.5 31.9 
20.8 42.1 

15.5 3.7 
17.0 1.7 

59.8 9.0 
* 3.4 

2.9 43.8 39.0 30.7 78.0 
4.0 32.7 27.9 35.4 63.1 

debt that is secured by their principal residence. 
However, the real size of mortgages for principal 
residences plus home equity lines of credit actually 
declined as a proportion of total family debt between 
1983 and 1989 (table 8). This decline occurred 
because, while the level of real total home equity 
debt increased, other forms of debt increased even 
more (tables 9 and 10). In particular, credit-card 
debt and automobile loans grew substantially over 
this period. 

The proportion of families owning homes rose 
slightly, but the proportion of families with mort- 
gages rose faster, from 37 percent to almost 
39 percent (tables 6 and 9). The median size of a 
mortgage rose from $27,000 to $32,000 (table 10). 
The two lowest income groups reduced the median 
value of their debt outstanding. In contrast, the three 
highest income groups increased the median size of 

their mortgage debt. The sizable decline in owner- 
ship of mortgage debt among single parents stands 
out from a picture of mortgage holding that otherwise 
shows little change. 

The use of home equity lines of credit, another 
form of mortgage debt, rose strongly over this 
period; it was concentrated in the high-income 
groups. The median value of debt of this type 
increased substantially whereas the mean value of 
debt rose only slightly. This difference suggests that 
large home-equity lines of credit shrank as a 
proportion of all such debt. While families may have 
substituted home equity lines of credit for other 
types of credit, the overall proportion of families 
using any line of credit fell from 11% percent in 
1983 to 6% percent in 1989. 

The ownership of investment real estate declined, 
and the proportion of families in virtually all income 
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10. Median debt of families carrying such debts, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 
Thousands of 1989 dollars 

Family chsrsctcrktic 

All families ................. 

rlti%%“;“~r:~. 
10,~19&9 ............. 
2O,WO-29,999 .............. 
M,MM-49,999 ............. 
M,OOOandmorc.. .......... 

Age offwu’ly head (ye&m) 
under 35 .................... 
35-44 ...................... 
45-54 ...................... 
55-64 ...................... 
65-14 ....................... 
75 andover.. ............... 

Race ofjhily head 
while ...................... 
Nonwhite and Hispanic ...... 

Life-cyck stage offm’ly head 
under 55 yeas 

unm.arIicd. mcililh.. 
Mmie-,,mchil~o 
unmarried, children 
MUIiCd. Chilh 

55 years &d over 
Inlaborforcs 
out of labor fora 

R&U5. 
other 

Horoe 
mongage 

27.0 

1983 

JIwwmKot “““gp CxheI lines credit CPI G&r 
realestate of credit cards loans debt Total 

23.3 7.5 1.2 .6 3.8 1.6 13.4 

13.5 2.8 * 1.6 1.8 
17.6 10.2 L 

1:: 1:: 
2.6 

:: 
4.0 

17.7 21.4 
28.4 15.8 ;.5 

.9 
1.2 :: 

3.0 1.4 8.5 
4.0 2.1 21.8 

39.1 40.0 24.9 1.9 1.0 5.5 5.0 45.1 

34.0 
31.9 

2: 30.5 2.5 1.2 .9 :! 4.5 3.2 2.0 1.4 25.4 8.3 

20.3 15.7 10.0 1.4 4.0 2.3 16.1 
15.9 29.6 I 1.9 :Z 3.7 2.9 10.2 
14.1 35.6 . .9 
4.6 43.7 I * 

:: 2.9 :: 4.9 
t I.2 

2:: 25.1 16.9 7.5 * 1.2 1.0 :; 3.8 3.2 1.8 1.1 15.5 5.6 

28.9 25.1 * 1.0 :: 3.3 1.6 3.6 
38.4 43.3 * .9 4.4 1.2 15.3 
22.5 16.4 

;.0 
1.2 .5 2.8 1.1 7.0 

29.8 20.3 1.2 .7 4.0 2.0 24.0 

17.8 32.2 l 2.4 .6 3.8 3.1 12.4 

11.8 35.6 * .8 3.4 .6 3.1 
* I * l 

:: 
* .6 .6 

27.0 23.3 7.5 1.2 :: 4.2 2.2 25.5 
* 24.2 I 1.0 2.8 1.0 2.2 

34.7 59.3 22.8 5.5 I., 4.7 7.6 31.7 

groups with investment real estate debt fell. At the 
same time, the median debt secured by investment 
real estate rose; it increased in all income groups but 
the middle. Median debt declined substantially for 
families with heads over 55 years of age. 

For most of the groups examined here, the 
proportion of families holding credit-card debt 
increased. A notable exception was the category of 
nonwhite and Hispanic families, for whom the 
incidence and the median holding of credit-card debt 
declined. In the life-cycle categories, only for single 
parents did the incidence of credit-card debt decrease 
noticeably, whereas for all groups the median level 
of debt grew. 

Despite a tax treatment of automobile loans that 
was less favorable in 1989 than in 1983, with the 
increasing real cost of purchasing automobiles 

both the incidence and the median amount of car 
loans increased for most groups. As with car loans, 
the median amount of other debt, including closed- 
end consumer debt other than auto loans and 
loans against pension plans and insurance, grew 
between 1983 and 1989. The increases were 
widespread. 

The proportion of families holding any type of 
debt rose about 3 percentage points; the median real 
amount of debt held rose 13 percent; and the mean 
real debt rose by 42 percent, from $31,700 to 
$45,000. While the median debt rose for all income 
groups, the rise was most marked for those with 
incomes of $20,000-$29,000, a group for which 
debt increased nearly 50 percent. The median debt 
for childless couples with heads under 55 years of 
age more than doubled. 
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10. Median debt of families canying such debts, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989-Continued 
Thousands oi ,989 dollarp 

AU families .................. 

LTL%m&l”dd’““, 
1o,lm-r9,9bs .............. 
2o.m0-29,999 .............. 
3o,coo-49,999 .............. 
50,ooOandmore ............. 

Age offamily head (years) 
under35.. .................. 
35-44 ....................... 
45-54 ....................... 
55-64 ....................... 
65-74 ....................... 
75mdover.. ................ 

hkce offamily hd 
white ....................... 
Nonwhite and Hispanic ....... 

/2fuycle surge of&&y head 
UKier 55 years 

Unmanid. no children ..... 
Married, no children ....... 
Unmarried, children ....... 
hkricd, children .......... 

55 years and over 
lnletmrforce .............. 
out of IEdwr force 

Retired .................. 
other ................... 

Housing smm.s 
Own ........................ 
Rentorother ................. 

MEMO 
Mean. 

32.0 30.0 17.5 2.0 .9 5.8 2.0 15.2 

7.5 3.6 
2;0 

2.0 
13.0 24.0 .9 :: 

1.8 
3.0 

21.0 13.5 8.3 
33.0 17.5 16.0 2:: 

.8 5.5 
1.0 6.5 

48.0 47.0 20.0 3.3 1.7 7.2 

I.2 1.9 
1.3 5.0 
2.0 12.5 
2.3 26.2 
4.0 55.5 

44.0 20.0 18.9 1.7 1.0 5.1 2.0 11.0 
40.0 :::: 15.0 3.3 1.2 6.6 2.0 31.1 
26.0 16.0 1.3 1.0 6.4 2.5 23.7 
21.0 16.3 30.0 2.0 :! 5.8 1.8 10.8 
11.0 15.0 30.0 2.0 4.0 I.1 5.0 
4.5 18.0 1 * .2 3.3 2.5 3.0 

35.0 31.7 17.5 2.5 1.0 5.8 2.0 17.3 
15.0 9.3 18.0 1.7 .6 5.4 1.1 4.5 

50.0 53.0 l 1.4 .8 5.1 2.6 5.9 
52.5 35.0 1.7 7.1 4.4 34.2 
26.5 20.0 1:.0 3.0 

1:; 
4.3 1.5 7.3 

38.0 31.7 15.0 3.0 t.2 6.4 2.1 31.2 

21.0 17.0 30.0 2.0 .8 4.5 2.4 14.0 

7.9 12.5 4.0 1.1 
:: 

5.8 1.8 5.8 
15.9 18.0 1; 1; 3.7 1.0 2.7 

32.0 27.0 17.5 3.0 1.0 6.6 2.3 32.0 
* 39.0 * 1.4 .8 4.2 1.7 3.2 

45.0 117.5 26.3 10.2 1.8 7.5 8.2 45.0 

The 1989 SCF collected data on the purpose of all 
loans except credit card loans and first mortgages. 
The 1983 SCF has no comparable data. In 1989, 
44 percent of the dollar amount of this debt category 
was associated with purchases of vehicles; about 
2Opercent was used for investment. Of the remaining 
debt, 9 percent was for outlays associated with 
remodeling and repairs, and 9 percent was for 
education expenses. 

ABILITY TO PAY 

Given the magnitude of the increase in debt and the 
absence of change in median income between 1983 
and 1989, questions arise about the ability offamilies 
to repay their loans. Indeed, data from the SCF 
indicate that the proportion of families reporting that 

they were a month or more late in making loan ,, 
payments rose from 13 percent to 15 percent between 
1983 and 1989. 

One measure of consumers’ ability to repay loans 
is the ratio of nonmortgage debt payments to income; 
nonmortgage debt refers to loans other than those on 
the principal residence (table 1 l)? For all income 
and demographic groups reported here, the median 
payment-to-income ratio shifted upward between 
1983 and 1989. The shift seems fairly uniform 
across groups, except those regarding income. 

7. Mortgage debt is excluded because those families not 
makingmortgagepaymentsgenerallypayrent. Medianpayments 
for housing (both mortgage and rent) increased from $1,9GO per 
year in 1983 to $3,CUJO per year in 1989; these payments relative 
to income rose from 9 percent to 13 percent over the period. 
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11. Median ratio of nonmortgage debt payments to family income, by selected characteristics of families, 1983 and 1989 
PWX”C 

Family characteristic 
1983 I 1989 

Lowest Middle 
ItdId third 

HZ L0v.w Middle Highest 
third third third 

Age offhly head (yearsi 
Under 35 .................................... 
35-44 ....................................... 
45-54 ....................................... 
55-t-l ....................................... 
G-14 ....................................... 
75ardo”cr.. ................................ 

:: 6.3 5.9 14.6 1.3 1.6 a.2 8.5 21.5 21.0 

1: 5.7 5.2 :::: 15.7 1.1 .8 9.2 7.9 20.1 20.0 

:: 4.9 3.1 17.9 * 1.1 .5 8.0 5.3 22.6 17.8 

Race offamily head 
w&e ....................................... 
liC,“Whk Wtd HiSpiC ....................... 

fife-cycle mge offmiiy head 
Under 55 years 

Unmarried, “0 ChildMl.. ................... 
Manicd.m,childre”. ...................... 
unmarried, children ....................... 
MaIticd. children .......................... 

55 years and over 
In latar force .............................. 
out of labor force 

Retired .................................. 
other ................................... 

.4 5.8 14.8 1.1 8.2 21.0 

.4 6.6 16.4 1.7 8.8 20.1 

:: 6.7 6.1 14.2 15.9 3.0 1.4 7.7 a.7 23.2 23.5 

1: 6.5 5.9 14.6 15.5 1.3 1.2 8.2 8.2 21.2 19.9 

.4 5.2 14.7 1.1 9.3 19.5 

:: 
4.6 17.2 7.3 19.4 
l 1 :Z 7.1 30.6 

Houring s~mus 
own ........................................ 
Rent or other., ............................... 

1: 5.8 6.3 15.1 14.6 1.2 1.2 a.2 8.3 23.2 19.5 

Am-r holders 
Lowest ,brd ................................. 
Middle third ................................. 
Highest third. ................................ 

:: 
6.4 16.0 1.5 8.1 24.0 
6.0 14.3 1.2 8.6 18.6 

.3 5.4 14.5 .9 8.1 20.3 

Historically, the payment-to-income ratio has tended Consumers may repay their loans out of their 
to be lower for families with higher income. Indeed, financial assets. In both 1983 and 1989, only about 
for families in the highest third of the payment-to- 4 percent of all families were both among the largest 
income distribution, those with incomes of less than nomuortgage debt holders and among the smallest 
$lO,OOiI had a payment-to-income ratio of 32 percent financial asset holders (table 12). In addition, in 
in 1983 whereas those with incomes of $50,000 and 1983, only 8.6 percent of all families were both 
more had a ratio of only 14 percent. By 1989, among the largest nonmortgage debt holders and 
however, the ratio for the lowest income group had among the largest financial asset holders. By 1989, 
risen to nearly 40 percent and that for the highest this proportion had risen to 9.4 percent. Comparing 
income group had risen to 19 percent. The relation the distribution of total nonmortgage debt and 
of family income to debt payments suggests that the financial assets in 1983 with that in 1989 (not shown 
payment burden grew most rapidly among those in the table) indicates that the largest rise in such debt 
families with the greatest ability to pay. Neverthe- occurred for families with the greatest holdings of 
less, the aggregate risk of default could rise if the financial assets. This group held 56 percent of all 
incomes of these families fell. nonmortgage debt in 1983 and 67 percent in 1989. 
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12. Joint distribution of families by financial asset holdings 
and nonmortgage borrowing, 1983 and 1989 
Percent of farmlies 

1989 

Nod& ............. 12.3 7.6 13.4 
L.Jwest&ird ........ 10.6 7.4 4.2 
Middle third ......... 6.3 9.6 6.4 
Highestthird ........ 4.0 8.8 9.4 

APPENDIX:DESIGNOFTHEI~~~SURVEY 
OFCONSUMERFINANCES 

The 1989 SCF was designed to gather family-level 
information closely comparable to that obtained in 
the 1983 SCF. It collected detailed data on the 
composition of family balance sheets, the terms of 
loans, and relationships with financial institutions. 
It also gathered information on the employment 
history and pension rights of the survey respondent 
and the spouse or partner of the respondent and 
on other demographic, economic, and attitudinal 
variables. 

The survey attempts to provide an accurate 
representation of the distribution of these variables 
across U.S. families. To that end, it is distinguished 
from other household surveys by virtue of its sample 
design. Research has indicated that the distributions 
of income and net worth are skewed, with a relatively 
small proportion of families having a disproportion- 
ately large share of both income and net worth. To 
obtain a sufficiently large and unbiased sample of 
wealthier families, the SCF employs a two-part 
strategy for sampling families. Of the 3,143 families 
in the sample used in this article, 2,277 were selected 
by standard multistage area-probability sampling 
methods from the forty-eight contiguous states. The 
remaining 866 families in the survey were selected 
using tax data under the strict rules governing 

confidentiality and the rights of potential respondents 
to refuse participation. This second group of families 
was selected specifically to oversample wealthier 
families.a 

The definition of “family” used in the SCF differs 
from that commonly used by the Bureau of the 
Census. Census families exclude single individuals, 
who are separately classified as “unrelated indi- 
viduals.” In the SCF, a given household is divided 
into a primary economic unit and other economic 
units. The primary economic unit, which may be a 
single individual, is generally chosen as the unit that 
contains the person who either holds the title to the 
home or is the first person listed on the lease. The 
primary unit is used as the reference family. 

Data for the survey were collected by the Survey 
Research Center at the University of Michigan 
between August 1989 and March 1990. The achieved 
sample of 3,143 families represents a response rate 
of about 69 percent in the area-probability sample 
and a rate of about 34 percent in the tax-data sample. 
Although the response rate for the tax-data sample 
may appear low by conventional standards, analysis 
of separate data shows that the sample provides an 
unbiased representation of key income variables. 

In any survey, there are several potential sources 
of error, including inaccurate survey responses, 
nonresponses to the entire survey or to particular 
questions in the survey, and errors due to sampling. 
Response errors, which are difficult to measure, are 
best controlled through the proper training of 
interviewers and the careful design of question- 
naires, Most nonresponse errors arise either because 
a respondent is uncomfortable about providing 
information or because the respondent does not 
know the information being asked. In the SCF, 
adjustmentsfornonresponseerrorsaremadethrough 
systematic imputation of unanswered questions and 
through weighting adjustments based on data used in 
the sample design for families that refused partici- 

8. A detailed description of the sample design is given in 
S. Heeringa and L. Woodbum, “Sample Design Documentation, 
1989 Survey of Consumer Finances,“memo, Institute for Social 
Research, University of Michigan, 1991. 
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pation Sampling error arises any time survey 
estimates are based on a sample rather than on a 
census. Because of the complex design of the SCF, 
the estimation of potential sampling errors is not 
straightforward.1° 

The sampling weights used in the calculations 
reported in this article were produced by the Survey 
Research Center at the University of Michigan and 
were based on the probability design of the original 
sample. These weights have been adjusted with data 
from the Bureau of the Census to reflect aggregate 
information available on the age and geographic 
distribution and on homeownership patterns of the 
U.S. population. These weights were further ad- 
justed to minimize the intluence of extreme cases on 
the estimation of net worth. 

The SCF data are available to the public. Copies 
of the survey are available on magnetic tape from the 
National Technical Information Service, Federal 
Computer Products Center, 5285 Port Royal Road, 
Springfield, VA 22161 or (703) 487-4763. 

9. A description of the imputation procedures is given in 
A. Kennickell, “Imputation of the 1989 Survey of Consumer 
Finances: Stochastic Relaxation and Multiple Imputation,” 
Proceedings of the Section on Survey Research Methods, 
American Statistical Association, 1991. See L. Woodbum, 
“Using Auxiliary Information to Investigate Nonresponse Bias,” 
unpublishedpaper( 1991), Statistics ofIncomeDivision, Internal 
Revenue Service, for a description of response bias in the SOI 
sample; and Heeringa and Woodbum for a description of overall 
weighting adjustments. 

10. Selected estimates of sampling errors are given in 
A. Kennickell and L. Woodbum, “Estimates of the Variance of 
Changes in the Distribution of Net Worth,” memo, Federal 
Reserve Board. 1991. 


